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INTRODUCTION
Tennyson's greatness and ability as a poet were
due to many things.
his early life.

His ability as a poet stems from

He began inventing rhymes at an early

age, wrote an epic of six thousand lines when he was
twelve and a blank verse drama at the age of fourteen

0

The Victorian Period, the period in which
Tennyson wrote, was unlike other periods of literature
in that it had no theme or body of subject-matter which
was particularly its own.

This gave Tennyson a wide

range, and he drew on material for his poetry from all
ages.

He attempted every kind of poetry, the simple song,

the idyll, the dramatic monologue, the dialect poem, the
descriptive or pageant poem, the ballad, the war-ode, the
threnody, the epic, narrative and the drama.

In all of

these except the pure drama, he attained a great excellence,
and in some the highest excellence .
Tennyson's artistic ability and talent in writing
poetry were remarkable in many respects.

He was dominated

by a single impulse, the impulse of writing poetry.

From

the appearance of the "Poems of Two Brothers" in 182'/,
until his death in 1892, he was ambitious and determined
to instruct and uplift humanity through his poetry.

With
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this definite purpose in mind,he devoted his time and
talent to "poetry·•, and labored continuously at his art .
Tennyson was a very close observer of his surroundings .

He observed people , the phenomena of nature,

everything in life around him , and used every possible
human experience as an expression in his poetry .

He was

simple and everyday life experiences appealed to him with
marked impression .

He was a humanitarian, and felt the

same emotions of human beings of any time and any place-love, hate, doubt, anxiety , melancholy

and fear .

He

expressed these in his poetry in one form or another .
Tennyson lived not only in the world in which he wrote ,
but he was an integral part of that world .
In addition to these aspects which caused
Tennyson to be acclaimed by critics as the most outstanding poet of the Victorian Period was Tennyson ' s rare
ability at symbolic expression .

His ability in selecting

universal symbols rather than personal symbols could not
be excelled .

Tennyson ' s art , as one of the best exempli-

fied in symbolic treatment causes one to be interested
in discovering the nature of the symbols Tennyson used
and how he used them .
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Statement of Problem
In this study, the problem is to point out, interpret, and show the relationship between the symbols used
by Tennyson, and the age and times in which Tennyson lived .
Purpose
The purpose of this study is to examine, analyze,
and evaluate selected works of Tennyson in an attempt to
give credence to the belief that Tennyson communicated with
the reader at a symbolic level that is not immediately discernible to the casual reader.
Scope
The scope of this literary study will be confined
to the symbolic references, meanings, and interpretation
of the following poems:

"In Memoriam", "The Lady of

Shalott", "Ulysses", "Maud" and "Crossing the Bar"o
Hypothesis
The writer approaches this study from the
hypotheses that there are symbols, symbolic meanings
and symbolic techniques in the poetry of Alfred L.
Tennyson, and that the symbols became his media of communication .
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Definition of Te r ms
According to Thrall and Hibbard, a symbol is a
sign which stands for soCTe object or idea .
symbols .

All words are

Spoken words are symbols for objects and ideas .

The letters of the alphabet are symbols for certain
sounds.

These letters are combined to form the written

words which are the symbols for spoken words . l
The same authors define symbolism in a general
sense, as simply the use of imagery and fancy in writing .
The tendency of symbolism is to seize upon some aspects
of an object and to dignify it with imaginative fantastic,
esoteric qualities so that it may represent some philosophic, religious , spiritual or social abstraction .

When

symbolism is employed for any of these purposes, it tends
to build up a ritualistic, mystic literature which is not
clear to an outsider without a key to special significance
and imagined correspondences . 2
L. Kirstein in an article, "The Fine Arts"
found in

The New Republic, divides symbols into three

categories, namely :

symbols, emblem and device . 3

lwilliam F . Thrall and Addison Hibbard, A Handbook
to English Literature (New York : The Odyssey Press, 1936),
p . 274 .
2Ibid ., p . 275 .

31 . Kirstein , "The Fine Arts: Symbols and Devices,"
The New Republic , CXXI (September 26 , 1949), P • 24 .

V

Symbol .

He explains a symbol as a visible sign

for something invisible as a quality or idea:

the lion

for courage . 4
Emblem .

He explains as an idea ' s visible sign .

It means work laid on or inlaid; a badge, like the sceptre
for sovereignty; an emblem is more specific, less profound
than a symbol . 5
Device .

It is further explained as a plan, wish,

difference; that which is devised, formed or willed by
design .

It is identified with device, as in heraldic

bearing; is fully devised, a masque or showo6
William York Tindall in an article entitled
"Symbolism in Literature", discusses Rumer Godden ' s use
of symbols in literature and gives the following account:?
Her development is conveyed to us not only
by the usual techniques of narrative, but also
as in "A Portrait of the Artist" by symbols
which expand the literal level and sometimes
carry them . A symbol is the concrete embodiment of a meaning that is too ineffable to

4Ibid . , p . 25 .

5 ~.
6 ~. , p . 26 .
ist , "

7William York Tindall, "Rumer Godden, Public SymbolEnglish Journal XLI (March, 1952), PP • 115-121°
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convey by statement or analysis . Concealing
and revealing at once, as Carlyle says, the
symbol suggests both the nature and the quality
of~ state or an experience . It presents immediately to our understanding andrevmimg what
cannot be said . Since Rumer Godden works on us
through such images and since the movies are
imagistic , the quality and meaning can be recaptured on film without much loss in the
translation from word to picture by a director
who , like Jean Renoir, is sensitive to her
method . Rumer Godden made the most of traditional symbols--as Longfellow, Eliot, and Tennyson
had done before her .
It is immediately apparent that the authors ,
Thrall and Hibbard , Kirstein, and Tindall are agreed that
the one important point to be considered in defining the
symbol is that it is representational, that is, its successful use is dependent upon the extent to which a
writer is able to use signs, emblems and devices to portray
the abstract, all of which when successfully used help to
create vivid images .

Hence, in view of the preceding

definitions, the writer has derived a definition to be
used throughout this paper .

Symbols as used in this study

will refer to those visible objects, and familiar experiences which represent abstract ideas, thoughts, experiences
and emotions .

Such objects as trees, flowers, landscapes,

and birds; the emotional experiences aroused by cheerful
bells, dark houses, storms, seasons of the year, and
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characters depicted in the poems are all symbols that are
used for the sense of reality which they convey to the
reader .
The word symbolism as used in the study is
restricted to its application to the method or technique
used by Tennyson in which he uses the commonplace, concrete and universal to express his concepts of the
abstract , thereby creating visual images in the mind of
the reader; also images that rely upon symbolic expression as the chief means of communication .

In addition ,

symbolism will mean the artful fashion in which Tennyson
expresses his thoughts, ideas , experiences, and emotions .
Hence , symbolism as used in this study represents the
vehicle or device used by Tennyson to expand the literal
meaning , a technique so used because of its sensuous effect upon readers and its emotional impact .

CHAPTER I
RELIGIOUS, ECONOMICAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL INFLUENCES
THAT AFFECTED TENNYSON ' S USE OF SYMBOLS IN HIS POETRY
Among the many changes which make the Victorian
era the most progressive in English history are influences
which were prevalent and affected our present life and
literature .

These influences were political, social ,

religious , scientific and economic .

These influenced

Tennyson and had a profound effect on him and his poetry.
At the beginning of the Victorian era, England was still
mainly an agricultural country, able to provide food for
its population out of its own resources; at the end of
the period, it was mainly industrial, and paid with
manufactured goods , for food supplies which it imported in
large quantities from abroad .

If the changes were merely

in material things , it would hardly be worthwhile to
attempt to illustrate its development from literary
sources .

The changes from agriculture to organized

mechanical industry were obvious and potent elements in
the situation; it brought with it--or at any rate was
accompanied by--changes in political, intellectual, spiritual , economic and social conditions which were of even

2

greater importance and influence .

And with these changes

came corresponding changes in literature .

In former

ages literature was almost as exclusive as politics; it
was largely in the hands of the few ; it was supported by
princely patrons and reflected the taste of the upper
classes .

When the masses of men began to be educated

and began to think for themselves , the poet , Tennyson , like
all serious writers , felt the inspiration of this great
audience .

He , alone , of all the Victorian writers ,

seemed to speak not for himself , but for his age , people
and nation .
Among the multitude of social and political
forces of the Victorian age , four things stand out
clearly .

First, the long struggle of the Anglo-Saxons

for personal liberty was definitely settled

and

democracy became the established order of the day .
The king, who appeared in an age of popular weakness
and ignorance , and the peers , who came with the Normen
in triumph were both stripped of their power and left
as figureheads of past civilization .

The last vestige

of personal government and of the divine right of rulers
disappeared; the House of Commons became the ruling pover
in England and a series of new reform bills rapidly

3
extended the suffrage , until the whole body of English
people chose for themselves the men who represented
them o1
Secondly , the Victorian era was an age of democracy; it was an age of popular education , of religious
tolerance, of growing brotherhood , and of profound s ocial
unrest .

The slaves had been freed in 1833, but in the

middle of the century England awoke to the fact that
slaves were not necessarily Negroes, stolen in Africa to
be sold like cattle in the market place , but that
multitude

of men , women , and little children in the

mines and factories were victims of a more terrible industrial and social slavery . 2
The third significant characteristic of the
Victorian era is that it was an age of democracy and
education ; it was an age of comparative peace .

England

began to think less of the pomp and false glitter of
fighting , and more of its moral evils, as the nation
realized that it was the common people who carried the
burden , and the sorrow, and the poverty of war , while

lwilliam J . Long , English Literature
Ginn and Company , 1919) , P • 453 .

2 ~.

(Dallas :

4

the privileged classes reaped most of the financial and
political rewards .

With the growth of trade and of

friendly foreign relations , it became evident that the
social equality for which England was contending at
home was what the whole race of men was contending for
also ; that brotherhood was universal , not insular ; that
a question of justice was never settled by fighting; that
war was generally unmitigated horror and barbarism .
Tennyson , who came of age when the great Reform Bill occupied attention .

He expressed the ideals of the liberals

of his day who proposed to spread the aospel of peace ,
Till the war-drum throbb ' d no longer
and the battle-flags .1cre furled
In the Parliament of Man , the Federation
of the world . 5
Another influence may be summed up in the word
"scientific."

The introduction of Darwin ' s two great

works , "The Origin of Species" in 1859, and "The Descent
of Man" in 1871, set the stage for a general theory of
evolution .

Darwin ' s theories cast a bombshell in the

intellectual , and spiritual life of the Victorian era ;
his theories of evolution were felt to undermine the
religious beliefs of the English public .

3 rbid ., p . 454 .

These questions

5

were reflected in Tennyson ' s superb threnody,
Memoriam ."

"In

Tennyson courageously faced the facts of

science , as revealed in geology and biology; he visualized clearly a Nature "red in tooth and claw", but he
succeeded in wringing religious consolation from the very
things which were dreaded as a fatal menace to religion .
In helping to break down the opposition between science
and spiritual faith , "In Memoriam" did a great service to
the age . 4
Darwin ' s theories seemed to threaten the very
foundations of established christianity .

If the Bible

could no longer be accepted as the literally inspired
Word of God , then the entire structure of religion and
morality erected in the Bible was a mere folly . 5
Tennyson, also shaken by these theories which were disturbing to his religious beliefs, revealed his doubts and
distress in the following lines from "In Memoriam" :
Are God and Nature then at strife,
That Nature lends such evil dreams? ••• 6

4william V. Moody and Robert M. Lovett, A History
of English Literature (New York: Charles-Scribner ' s Son's,

1956) , p . 308 .
5Franklyn B. Snyder and Robert G. Martin, A Book_ of
English Literature (New York : The Macmillan Company , 1932),
p . 311 .

6G. R. Eliott and Norman Foerster, English Poetry
of the Nineteenth Century (New York : The Macmillan Company ,
1927), Po 710.

6

Tennyson seems to be expressing the question which is
foremost in his mind, and the question in the minds of the
Victorian public .
It has been said that Tennyson must have known
more about science than .any other poet of his time.

As a

boy he was interested in science; and in long years after
leavinp Cambridge, he gave so much of his time to scientific
study; the mornings went to science and only the afternoons
to the humane letters .
Tennyson seems to be expressing a scientific
belief in "Locksley Hall",
For I dipt into the future, far as human
eye could see,
Saw the vision of the world, and all the
wonder that would be;
Saw the heavens fill with commerce, argosies
magic sails,
Pilots of the purple twilight, dropping down
with costly bales;
Heard the heavens fill with shouting, and
there rain'd a ghastly dew
From the nations' airy navies grappling in
the central blue;
Far along the world-wide whisper of the
south-wind rushing warm,
With the standards of the peoples plunging
thro' the thunder-storm;
Till the war-drum throbb'd no longer, and
the battle-flags were furl'd
In the Parliament o man, the Federation
of the world •••

7

7"Locksley Hall", 11 . 119-128.

7

"Locksley Hall" , written in 1842, was truly prophetic for ,
before a century had passed , air combats, begun in World
War I , had rained their "ghastly dew" of unparallel
destruction .

The prophecy ~eems to express a scientific

belief of Tennyson .

"Locksley Hall" has many mystic

elements and when Tennyson says "dipt into the future", he
seems to imply what he sees in the future; "air navies"
seem

to foretell of air borne vessels; "thunderstorm",

seems to suggest turmoil , unrest, tempestuous times and
chaos; "in Parliament of man" and "Federation of the world",
Tennyson seems to imply his vision of a world court and
United Nations Organization, such as we are aware of
today .
Though significant political and economic affairs
of his day did not concern Tennyson as deeply as religious
and scientific affairs, he found his chief themes, not in
public issues, but in private lives .

Therefore , the back-

ground that is needed for Tennyson is not so much political
and economic as religious and scientific .
Another influence which seemed to have had a
profound affect on Tennyson was his environmental influences .

Tennyson was born in a country rectory at

Somersby , Lincolnshire .

He was one of a large and gifted

family , all schooled at home by their father, a man of
strong character and excellent scholarship who prepared
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three of his sons , all poets for Cambridge .

Tennyson's

mother was a sweet , gentle, kindhearted and most imaginative woman .

In this stimulating atmosphere of scholarly

taste and high thought, mutual sacririce and ambition ,
there was time for wide reading, sports, and roaming the
countryside with its rich farms, streams, and seashore .
The influence of his early life , the quiet beauty of the
English landscape, the surge and mystery of the surrounding sea, with emphasis on domestic virtues , the pride and
love of an Englishman for his country, and his country's
history, all seemed to serve as a rich background for
Tennyson ' s use of symbols in his poetry .
In 1850 , Tennyson was made Poet Laureate to
succeed Wordsworth , receiving as he said ,
This laurel , greener from the bro~
Of him that uttered nothing base;
and from this time on he steadily adhered to his purpose,
which was to know his people and to be their spokesman .
The charm of Tennyson is two-fold .

As the voice

of the Victorian age, reflecting its thought or feeling
or culture, its intellectual quest, its moral endeavor,

(Dallas:

8william J . Long, English and American Literature
Ginn and Company , 1917) , p . 261 .
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its passion for social justice, he represents to us the
spirit of modern poetry; that is , poetry which comes
close to our own life , to the aims , hopes , endeavors of
men and women of today .

With this modern quality Tenny-

son had the secret of all old poetry, which is to be
eternally young .
During the sixty years Tennyson practiced the
art of writing , he wrote on a wide variety of subjects :
legend , romance , battlesong, nature, classic and medieval
heroes; problems of society , questions of science, the
answer of faith-- almost everything that could interest
an alert Victorian mind found some expression in his
poetry .

These problems of life supplied a rich back-

ground for many of his subjects and many served as
symbols through which he communicated .
Upon examining Tennyson ' s poetry, the reader will
notice the care with which Tennyson selected his symbols
from familiar universal experiences .

He lived before

Freud produced his records of the many instances in which
dreams of the sea,obsess

neurotics with mother complex,

and before popularization tagged ocean imagery as a
"regression symbol . "

Consequently, the restlessness and

infinity of the ocean sometimes suggested life in this
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world to him, sometimes (especially as he grew older)
eternity.

Similarly the rose may arouse gay and charm-

ing associations , or terrifying ones.

And so, like most

pre-Freudian poets, his symbolism rarely has a one-to-one
ratio; the symbol creates emotion, but it may be used in
9
different poems to create different emotions .
Nevertheless, the emotions will not be forced upon the symbol by
the poet ' s mood; they will each in turn be appropriate and
inevitable because of the complexity of the reality
chosen and because of Tennyson's sensitivity to the great
commonplace and to the emotional and intellectual symbols
between man's life and the patterns of the universe .

The

restless sea, sterile rock and many other symbols convey
concepts and attitudes as well as emotions and ideas,
10
which are used for their precision of expression .
Tennyson was deeply disturbed by the repercussions
of evolutionary doctrine on the belief in personal immortality which seemed to be the heart of his creed .
What he seemed to fear was not his own extinction, nor
even the ultimate extinction of human life on earth; he

9Elizabeth H. Waterson, "Symbols in Tennyson's
Minor Poems" University of Toronto Quarterly, XX No . 4.
(July, 1950), p. 2.
lOibid.
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seemed to fear that if men ceased to believe in the
immortality of the soul , all that he valued in this
present life would perish , morality would crumble , and
man would reel back into the brute .

These doubts and

fears seemed to weigh heavily on him after the death of
his friend , Arthur Hallam , in 1833 .

It was after brood-

ing on them for sixteen years that he gave them full
utterance , especially in "In Memoriam" .

The extent to

which in this poem , symbolism is Tennyson ' s medium of
expressing his grief , doubts , fears , and love will be
seen in the succeeding chapter . •

CHAPTER II
SYMBOLS AND SYMBOLIC MEANING IN TENNYSON ' S
MASTERPIECE "IN IIIBMORIAM"
Even a casual reader will recognize the wide
variety in Tennyson ' s work .

Legend , romance, battle

song , nature , classic and medieval heroes , problems of
society , questions of science , the answer to faith-almost everything that could interest an alert Victorian's
r

mind found some expression in his poetry . I His works
ranged in subject from a thrush song to a religious
philosophy ; in form from the simplest love lyric to the
labored drama .
Tennyson employed the use of symbols and the
technique of symbolism as a means of expression and
communicated through symbols in many of his poems .

He

used this method for clarity and to evoke the emotions
of his reading public to understanding .

Elizabeth Hill-

man Waterston , in her article "Symbolism in Tennyson ' s
Minor Poems" states :
Even a brief consideration of Tennyson ' s
symbols will convince the reader that
Tennyson was determined not to use his art
for escape or for satisfaction.of hims~lf
alone . Distressed by the atom1sm of his ge,
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he sought societal symbols, rejecting images
whose impact was guaranteed only by his private
experiences . l
In the light of this background the writer will
analyze, and interpret three significant poems for their
symbolic elements .

The fi~st to be considered is the

most admired of Tennyson ' s works and masterpieces, "In
Memoriam . "
The history of the writing of "In Memoriam" is
well known .

If an immortal fame could comfort Arthur

Hallam, who was so soon bereft of the brightness of the
earth, then he is consoled in his high place for the loss
of human life; for surely while the language of England
lasts, so long will "In Memoriam" be read and Arthur
Hallam be remembered . 2

0 Tennyson's "In Memoriam", a long memorial poem
or elegy written in memory of his devoted friend, Arthur
Hallam, symbolizes the outcome of seventeen years of grief,
memory, and thought .

It consists of one hundred and thirty-

one short poems, some of which are complete in themselves.

lElizabeth H. Waterston, "Symbolism in Tennyson's
Minor Poems," University of Toronto Quarterly, XX (July,
1951), p . 369 .
2 stopford A. Brooke, Tennyson, His Art and Relation
to Modern Life (New York: G. P . Putnam's Sons, he Knickerbocker Press, 1894), p . 188 .
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It reveals and symbolizes the poet's solution of the
problems of life , death, grief, doubt, faith, hope
immortality .

and

This poem expresses a call of the heart,

asking the reason for and the outcome of death .

The in-

dividual lyrics in "In Memoriam" reflect the moods and
beliefs of seventeen years ; they are connected by their
relation to the same general subject and by their arrangement represent a chronological treatment of ideas and
events during the years follow~ng Hallam ' s death . 3
Brooke portrayed a vivid description of the
emotions and reactions of Tennyson to the death of Hallam .
The symbolic language of imagery, and images he used make
one visualize immediately the varied experiences Tennyson
encountered .
First , the hurricane of sorrow came; then
the fierceness of the storm grew less, but left
the sea tormented and the ship of the soul tossing from wave to wave, from question to question .
At last there was a calm, and the soul rested;
and then a clearwind arose in sunny skies and
the ship flew forward, all the sails set to victory into a harbor of peace . But better words
than'these to describe the history of "In
Memoriam" are those of the Psalm, said of those
who go down into the deep : 'They g~ up to the
heavens and again to the depth; their souls melteth
away for very troubled . They reel to and fro and

3 rbid . , p . 188 .
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stagger like a drunken man , and are left at
their wits ' end . So they cry unto the Lord
in their trouble , and He delivereth them out
of their distress . He maketh the storm a
calm , so that the waves thereof are at rest:
so He bringeth them to the haven where they
would be . , 4
"In Memoriam" is a song of victory and symbolizes
life arising out of defeat and death; of peace which has
forgotten doubt; of joy whose mother was sorrow but who
has turned his mother's heart into delight .

The conquest

of love--the moral triumph of the soul over the worst
blows of fate, over the outward forces of Nature, even
over its own ill--that is the motive of the poems which
endure, which, like the great lighthouses, stand
shine

and

through the storms of time to save and lead into a

haven of peace the navies of humanity . 5
The lighthouse is symbolic of the purpose of the
poem .

"In Memoriam" has been read by many matured readers

who have met sorrows of life or pondered on its problems,
for them it was a source of light in darkness . 6 •

4Ibid . , pp . 212-2130

5ill.£_. , p . 189 .
6Long, .2.12.·

ill· , p . 268 .
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Although the prelude or introduction of this great
elegy was written after the completion of all the rest, it
is just as significant .
English hymn .

It is a prayer and is sung as an

The first stanza beginning thus,

Strong Son of God , immortal love ,
Whom we , that have not seen thy face,
By faith , and faith alone , embrace
Believing where we cannot prove; •••
• Tennyson seems to be addressing God ; "Strong Son of God"
is here referring to Christ , the Son of God who came into
the world to redeem man .

He is the Unseen Being whose

love for humanity is everlasting ; and man, who is unable
to see or prove His existence, believes in Him through
faith .

Brown in his notes of comment explains Tennyson's

use of the term "love : "
Love: Tennyson explained that he intended
the same meaning for love as St . John's (John,
First Epistle , ch . iv) with special note to
the eighth verse : "He that loveth not knoweth
not God; for God is love : " and the ninth : "In
this was manifested the love of God toward us
because God sent his only begotten Son_in7
the world that we might live through Him .

7E. K. Brown, Victorian Poetry (New York: The
Ronald Press , 1942)~ p . 760 .
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This love symbolizes immortality and the endless existence
of man because of God ' s love for him .
The core of the prelude is expressed in the fifth
and sixth stanza:
Our little syste~s have their day ;
They ~ave their day and cease to be ;
They are but broken lights of thee ,
And thou, 0 Lord , art more than they .
We have but faith; we cannot know ;
For knowledge is of things we see ;
And yet we trust it comes from thee ,
A beam in darkness ; let it grow .
In these lines there seem to be several symbols :
systems" here are symbolic of man .

"little

He lives and has his

day which is life; he lives for a while and he ceases to
be .

This seems to symbolize death .

This thought leaves

Tennyson confused and perplexed with these questions in
his mind .

"After death what becomes of man?"

is an immortal being, why must he die? "

"If man

These questions

were disturbing and undermined Tennyson ' s religious
beliefs and creed.

In the next stanza , "a beam in

darkness" is the symbol of light which is knowledge .
Tennyson is asking for a small bit of knowledge tha t will
grow into a better comprehension of this universe a nd its
complexities . ,
The time of the poem is well marked , and it is
first thing its readers should understand .

It outlines

th

e
th

e

18
way of the poem .

It began in September , 1833 , when

Tennyson hears of his friend ' s death at Vienna .

It is

autumn; the leaves are reddening to their fall ; the
chestnut is pattering to the ground , as the poet waits
for the body of his friend .

Autumn , the season that

comes between summer and winter , is symbolic of the period
of maturity, or the beginning of decline .
To illustrate the progress of the soul from
sorrow to peace, Brooke took the three major events of
time; the anniversaries of the death of Tennyson's friend,
the Christmastides, the advents of spring , and dwells on
the changes of the mind displayed in the record of them .
When Tennyson hears of Hallam ' s death he is
stricken with grief, grief drowns his world ; Nature seems
purposeless.

The following lines are symbolic of this

emptiness:
' And all the phantom , Nature stands-With all the music in her tone ,
A hollow echo of my own ,-A hollow form with empty hands . 18
These lines are also symbolic of the dream world Tennyson
is in , or state of mind , and represents the i llusion a nd
mental vision of images Tennyson visualized when he hear. d

811 1n Memoriam , " section III , stanza II Io
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of Hallam ' s death .

It also symbolizes the emptiness that

he felt .
It is now approaching the first Christmas season ,
and the symbols of doubt and gloom in the lines that follow are vividly presented :
With trembling fingers did we weave
The holly round the Christmas hearth
A rainy cloud possess ' d the earth
And sadly fell our Christmas - eve . 9
"Trembling fingers " symbolize doubt , despair and gloom;
and darkness of grief is still present .

When the bells of

the first Christmas Eve ring out peace and goodwill , Tennyson remembers that he had almost wished to die in his grief
before he heard them , but they controlled his spirit with
a touch of joy ; and though he scarcely dared keep his
Christmas Eve , so deep was his regret , ' yet let me give ,'
he cried , ' their due to ancient use and custom , though they
too die .'
The time draws near the birth of Christ :
The moon is hid ; the night is still ;
The Christmas bells 1rom hill to hill
Answer each other in the mist .
Four voices of four hamlets round ,
From far and near , on mead and moor
Swell out and fail , as if a door
Were shut between me and the sound :

9 ~ . , secti on XXX , stanza I .
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Each voice four changes on the wind ,
That now dilate , and now decrease,
Peace and goodwill , goodwill and peace ,
Peace and goodwill , to all mankind .
This year I slept and work with pain ,
I almost wish'd no more to wake ,
And that my hold on life would break
Before I heard those bells again :
But they my troubled spirit rule,
For they controll'd me when a boy ;
They bring me sorrow touch'd with joy ,
The merry , merry bells of Yule . 10
He keeps his Christmas and remembers his friend who was
with him the year before .

A gentler feeling creeps into

his heart , some of the bitterness had passed away and
the ringing of the bells have brought some peace and
goodwill of which they are symbolic .

"The dead rest , " he

says , "their sleep is sweet ;" and then the first
prophecy in the poem which is symbolic of the resurrection "new birth" of the soul from sorrow and loss and
the verse lifts to the thought :
Our voices took a higher range ;
Once more we sang-- "They do not die
Nor lose their mortal sympathy
Nor change to us , although they change;
"Rapt from the fickle and the frail
With gather ' d power , yet the same ,
Pierces the keen seraphic fl ame
From orb to orb , from veil to veil."

lOibid . , section XXVIII .
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Rise , happy morn , rise , holy morn ,
Draw forth the cheerful day from night;
0 Father , touch the east , and light
The light that shone when Hope was born . 11
And with the passing of this Christmas a small ray of hope
is felt .
There is some soothing thought with the arrival
of the spring of 1834 .

Six months have passed since

Arthur ' s death , and Tennyson thinks that his friend may
know that he has sung of his goodness .

Yet though he has

some comfort , he has no delight . 12
Then came the spring of 1834, Tennyson is still
grieved

and lamenting Arthur ' s death .

This is clearly

illustrated in the following lines :
With weary steps I loiter on ,
Tho ' always under alter ' d skies
The purple from the distant dies ,
My prospect and horizon gone .
No joy the blowing season gives,
The herald melodies of spring ,
But in the songs I love to sing
A doubtful gleam of solace lives .
If any care for what is here
Survive in spirits render ' d free ,
Then are these songs I sing of thee
Not all ungrateful to thine ear . 1 3

llill.9:.., section XXI,, stanza 6-8 .
12Brown, .2.E.· cit ., pp . 217-218 .
13 11 rn Memoriam", section XXXVIII.
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Spring , which is symbolic of new life , and resurrection
have no meaning to Tennyson ; doubt is still present and
there is little or no hope in him .
The seventy- second stanza records the anniversary
of his friend ' s death ,

September 1834 .

One year has passed

by, but Tennyson ' s pain is still great, and following are
lines symbolic of his grief .
Day , when my crown ' d estate begun
To pine in that reverse of doom,
Which sicken ' d every living bloom,
And blurr ' d the splendour of the sun;
As wan , as chill, as will as now;
Day , mark ' d as with some hideous crime ,
When the dark hand struck down thro' time
And cancell ' d nature ' s best:
Tennyson is still brooding over Hallam ' s death and the
preceding line clearly illustrates and symbolizes the
state of grief he is still suffering .

Thus, even when a

year has gone by the wrathfulness of sorrow is still
deep .

As yet there is no forgiveness of pain and no

peace .
When, however, spring arrives his temper is no
longer retrospective .

Sorrow is with him still

but he

prophesies a new time, when his heart will be filled with
joy of a spiritual spring, and his soulsiilgs of its
resurrection .
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Dip down from the northern shore
0 sweet new-year delaying long;
Thou doest expectant nature wrong·
Delaying long, delay no more.
'
What stays thee from the clouded noons
Thy sweetness from its proper place?
Can trouble live with April days
Or sadness in the summer moons?
'
Bring orchis, bring the foxglove spire,
The little speedwell's darling blue,
Deep tulips dash'd with fiery dew,
Laburnums, dropping-wells of fire.
0 thou, new year, delaying long,
Delayest the sorrow in my blood,
That longs to burst a frozen bud
And flood a fresher throat with song.14
Upon the passing of another year, Christmas comes again.
The snow was silent, the day was calm, and the sense of
something forever gone brooded over all Nature; but the
sense of loss was no longer stormy with passion of grief
11

but quiet like the day. " They played," he says, their
ancient games," but none showed one token of distress; no
tears fell,

11

0 11 , he cries,

0 last regret, regret can die!
No--mixt with all this mystic frame,
Her deep relations are the same, 1
But with long use her tears are dry. 5

14~., section LXXXIII.
15rbid., section LXXVIII, stanza 5.
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This is symbolic of the fact that grief is still present
and still personal .

The poet has not escaped from himself ,

and the year , which has been spent in a half-intellectual
analysis of doubt and the replies of the understanding to
them , has not brought peace to the life of the sou1 . l6
According to Brooke :
When the next anniversary dawns the tone is
changed; the birds are singing , the meadows
breathe softly of the past, the woodlands are
holy to the dead; there has been storm , but
the breath of the day is now balmy, and the
swollen brook murmurs a song "that slights the
coming care . " But the greatest change is that
he thinks less of his own pain and more of the
pain of mankind . The dim , sweet dawn awakens
to myriads on the earth memories of death , and
he feels that he is the comrade of all these
mourners : 17
O wheresoever those may be ,
Betwixt the slumber of the poles ,
Today they count as kindred soulsi
They know me not , but mourn with me . 8
The above lines are symbolic of universal thought .
Tennyson has forgotten his personal grief and is thinking
about universal grief .

He is also thinking about the

16Brown , .2.E · cit ., pp . 216-217 .
17 Brooke , .212.· cit . , P• 215 .
l8 11 rn Memoriam" , section XCTIC, stanza 5 •
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universality of death, and he has gained some power over
sorrow.

As Brooke states,
He could not find God alive, nor conld his
friend, in the questioning of the understanding, but now he loves and has found them both-found God, and his friend in God. And with
them both he found life, life fQr himself and
life for all his brother men. 1 ~

This love is symbolic of immortal life.
An then, at last the third spring came in 1836,

in which regret has wholly died.

"The re-orient life of

the world," is the symbot of the departure of the wintry
grief that looks back to a friendship that seemed lost,
and the symbol also of the gain of the new friendship
that is to be.

His friend's face shines on him while

he muses alone; the dear voice speaks to him.

This is

very apparent in stanza five of poem one hundred and
fifteen, and stanzas three and four of poem one hundred
and sixteen which follows:

20

From land to land; and in my breast
Spring wakens too; and my regret
Becqmes an April violet,
And buds and ulossoms like the rest.

19 Brooke, .2.E.·

ill·,

2 0ibid., p. 219.

P• 225.
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Not all regretl the face will shine
Upon me, while I muse alone;
And that dear voice, I once have known,
Still speak to me, of me and mine:
Yet loss of sorrow lives in me
For days of happy commune dead·
Less yearning for the friendship fled,
Than some strong bond which is to be.
Tennyson is about to see a ray of hope; his grief
is lifting, and he is hopeful that he will be consoled.
Many aspects of nature are present in "In
Memoriam", though in this study all of them cannot be
developed.

Tennyson refers to the sea, clouds, stars

and sunset•in section eighty-six of "In Memoriam"

in

the lines which follow:
From belt to belt of crimson sea
On leagues of odour streaming far,
To where in yonder orient star
A hundred spirits whisper 'Peace.'
Brown gives this interpretation to the meaning
and significance of the preceding lines:
There is much controversy about the exact
sense of the picture given h~re. It~ general
outline is clear. The poet is standing on the
west coast of England; his f~ncy ;s ca~ght by
the succession of sunsets which will give a
crimson colour to sea after sea (or some s~y,
and very plausibly, cloud after ~loud, takin~
sea as an image of the clouds) till the evening
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star, rising in the east, is reachedo The
star is a symbol of Jesus, and is properly
associated with a, so to speak, absolute
east for this reason.21
I Thus the writer has attempted to show that in

the beginning, and the early phases of grief, moods of
stunned, bewildered sorrow are revealed.

Then, gradually

the personal pain merges itself into anxious speculation
concerning the mystery of death and the hope of immortality.
I stretch lame hands of faith, and grope,
And gather dust and chaff, and call
To what I feel is Lord of all,
And faintly trust the larger hopeo22
Through stages of doubt, despair, and anguished question,
the poem slowly mounts into a region of firm though saddened faith, and ends in a full hymnal music breathing
hope and fortitude of heart:

'

O living will that shalt endure
When all that seems shall suffer shock,
Rise in the spiritual rock,
Flow through our deeds and make them pure. 2 3

21 Brown, ,££-cit., p. 766.
22 11 rn Memoriam", section LV, stanza 5.
2 3rbid . , section CXXXI, 11. 1-4.
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The emotions which Tennyson experienced in "In
Memoriam", grief, sorrow, doubt, hope, faith, and love
are universal emotions .
doubts, and sorrow .

"Storm" was symbolic of gri ef,

"God and Nature" were used synony-

mously to symbolize love, faith, and hope.
The writer changes the tone with a shift from
the threnody

"In Memoriam" to an analysis of symbols

and symbolic meaning in the classical and romantic poem,
"The Lady of Shalott", which will follow in the succeeding chapter .

CHAPTER III
SYMBOLS AND SYMBOLIC MEANING IN OTHER
SELECTED POEMS OF TENNYSON
Tennyson, like many of the romantic writers, was
deeply interested in medieval legends.

He treated

romantic themes with consciously studied mastery, as a
source of music echoing his moods in measured movements
and pure melodies embodied in an extraordinary variety of
metres.

Lacking in the kind of inspiration which could

transport the great poets out of the world, he was not
concerned with symbols which would make the reader
anticipate his meanings but rather those symbols which
had sensuous equivalent of these things and moods.
"The Lady of Shalott", a ballad, is Tennyson's
first poem dealing with one of his favorite themes--the
medieval romances of King Arthur and his Round Table.
was later elaborated into "Lancelot and Elaine", one of
the romantic stories of "The Idylls of the King."
The keynote of the poem is found in the Lady's
comment, "I am half sick of shadows."

Tennyson's

explanation of the symbolism of the story is:

lE . K. Brown, Victorian Poetry
Ronald Press, 1942), p . 750 .

1
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newborn love for something , for someone in the wide world
from which she has been so long excluded , takes her out
of the region of shadow into realities ."
In its perfection of form , its sweet and dreamy
melancholy, and its exquisite adaptation of the verse to
sounds, this poem is characteristic of Tennyson at his
best .
"The Lady of Shalott" is a pleasant poem of
simplicity in a mask of mysticism .

It is one of the best

of Tennyson ' s classical and romantic poems . 2 Tennyson was
playing with his own imagination when he wrote "The Lady
of Shalott ."

He saw the island and the girl in the tower,

and then the loom and web and mirror crept into the tower;
and then he saw the pictures in the mirror and was pleased
to describe them; and then he thought of the curse, and
then of Lancelot, and then of death .

The poem grew

without intention like a flower which had not been on
earth before .
reality .

Yet out of all the fancy arose one touch of

What a secluded maid sees are but pictures, but

the hour comes when she says, "I am half sick of shadows ."
To know that the pictures of the mind are shadows is to
be wild to seek reality.

Then if love comes, hopeless

2stopford A. Brooke, Te:aiyson , His Art and Relation
to Modern Life (New York : G. P . Putnam ' s Sons, 1894) ,
p . 128 .

31
love, all the world of mere phantasy breaks up, and the
actual kills:3
Out f~ew the web and floated wide;
The mirror crak'd from side to side·
"Th e curse come upon me," cried
'
The Lady of Shalott4
According to Lionel Stevenson, Tennyson treated
"The Lady of Shalott" different from Shelley's version
of the "High Born Maiden ."
In Tennyson's poem this idea is grafted
upon the Arthurian material to bring out a
definite allegory . The Lady of Shalott is an
artist, weaving beautiful pictures which are
supposed to reproduce real life but which are
derived entirely at second hand through the
mirror. At the beginning of the poem she is
perfectly happy with her artificial, lifeless
creations . When she catches a first glimpse
of real emotion, even in the mirror (the young
lovers) ·she suddenly began to rebel, crying out,
11 I am half sick of shadows!"
As soon as emotion
touches her personally through her interest in
Lancel~t, she defies the curse, and enjoys her
brief hour of genuine life, even though she
knows it will be her last .
The personal application of this situation
cannot have been ignored by Tennyson. In his
secluded life at Somersby Rectory and at Cambridge he had written copious, facile poems
woven out of the "Arabian Nights" and all the
other reading that had appealed to him. The

3Ibid ., p . 1290
4"The Lady of Shalott", part III, 11. 42-45.
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astringen~ reviews of his 1830 volume
acc~sed him of being artificial and
derivative~ _Like the Lady of Shalott,'
he w~s deciding to discard all his
previo~s serene creations and to face
the painful experiences of real life.5
On either side the river lie
Long fields of barley and of rye,
That clothe the wold and meet the sky·
And thro' the field the road runs by'
To many-tower'd Camelot·
And_up and down the people go,
'
Gazing where the lilies blow
Round an island there below,
The island of Shalott.
Willows whiten, aspens quiver,
Little breezes dusk and shiver
Thro' the wave that runs forever
By the island in the river
Flowing down to Camelot
Four gray walls, and four gray towers,
Overlook a space of flowers,
And the silent isle imbowers
The Lady of Shalott.6
Elizabeth H. Waterston states:
In "The Lady of Shalott" we have what I
interpret as another symbol of poetic experience : the silent isle apart from movement
and life, the mysterious web, the charmed mirror which cracks when the lady turns to reality.
We notice a groping towards symbolic colouring:
the "colours gay 11 of the magic web, set within
"four grey walls and four grey towers," duplicate

5Lionel Stevenson, "The 'High-Born Maiden'";
Symbol in Tennyson, Publication of Modern Langua e Association of America, LXIII
March, 1948, PP• 37-238.
6 11 The -1ady of Shalott", part 1, stanza 1.
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the jewel colours of the knight as he
rides through ;yellow fields, and "pale
yellow woods . 11 7
Waterston explains symbolic references in this poem in
this manner:

"weave" in line thirty-seven is symbolic

of weaving the pattern of life as men and women lived
in Camelot .

The "colors gray" represent the gloom ex-

isting in her tower .

She was content until the knight

passed then she began to recognize the realities of life .
The numeral four is used to denote a completed cycle.8
The "mirror" in "The Lady of Shalott" symbolizes the
shadowness of life .
Tennyson had many varying interests which he
exhibited in his poetry .

This will be shown vividly in

the dramatic poem which follows , discussing and interpreting "Maud" which is a monodrama dealing with society .
Tennyson published "Maud" in 1855, and described
it as a monodrama, that is a dramatic poem with only one
speaker .

The speaker is a young man with a touch of

inherited insanity, who raves about and against the
corruption of the day .

After a disastrous love affair

7Elizabeth H. Waterston, "Symbolism in Tennyson's
Minor Poems ," University of Toronto Quarterly XX (July,
1951), pp . 374-375 .
81lli., p .

376 .
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which for a time overthrows his reason , recovers a fine ,
a wholesome outlet for his emotions by taking part in
what he believes to be a righteous war :
It ' s better to fight for the right
than to rail at the ills!
Less than a year after Tennyson ' s marriage, his
first child was born dead, and Tennyson fell into spells
of brooding unhappiness .

After a period of silence, he

published "Maud", a dramatic poem of a melancholy nature .
Although "Maud" may not be ranked with his greatest works
like "In Memoriam" or "Idylls of the King!' it is certainly
one of his most original poems .
"Maud" contains much vigorous criticism of social
conditions in reading which it is important to remember
that the poet is representing a character; but the passages which make it rank among Tennyson ' s greatest are
those expressing the growth and culmination of the hero ' s
love .

For fineness of emotion and exquisiteness of music

and phrase these rival the finest love songs in the
language . 9

9william A. Neilson and Ashley H. Thorndike ,
A History of English Literature (New York : The Macmillan
Company , 1927) , p . 368 .
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"Maud" is considered a war poem, although war is
mentioned in the poem, it is not necessarily and completely a war poem .

Tennyson loved peace; he sangs it with

considerable grace and loveliness in many of his works.
He longed for peace ; personal peace, peace in man and
universal peace .

"Maud" seemed to have exemplified a war

of passion, especially the passions of love .
traces of strife and hate existing in it .

There are

The young

lover hates Maud ' s father and brother, and is revengeful
toward them because he feels that Maud's father was
responsible for his father ' s doom .

But on the other hand

he loved Maud .
War is held in "Maud" to be the proper cure for
evil of peace and it is not a cure but an additional
.
10
d isease .

Further on , the death of Maud's brother in a duel
at the hand of Maud ' s lover dissolves the love story .
Symbolic references in "Maud" are quite prevalent,
to take the lily and rose which are the most prevalent
symbols throughout the poem .

The lily and the rose are

symbols of love .
When the lover first hopes for Maud's love, every
bird in the sky cried to her and called to her; the daises

lOBrooke, .£:E.• cit . , pp . 235-236 .
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that her feet touched are rose- tinted by her touch .

All

the world from east to west , all the seas , blushed with
joy when she is on the point of yielding .
In an account given by Johnson , he states :
lily is at first dominant , though not for long . "

"The
In the

twelfth song of Part I , "Maud II has come dovm from the Hall
for the initial tryst with her lover in the ill - fat~. wood .
Together they gather "woodland lilies" which are designated the "maiden posy . "

The poet ' s purpose in showing

"Maud" in and among the lilies is unmistakable .
flower s ymbolizes purity and innocence .

The

Then in the fir s t

stanza of the fourteenth song we learn that :
Maud has a garden of roses
And lilies fair on a lawn .
A vibration (not merely in terms of color) begins to stir
the readers

imagina tion and serves as a prologue to the

ensuing conflict between modesty and passion which characterizes the early stages of the courtship . 11
Prior to the seventeenth song the lovers have met
and plighted their troth .

To the hero, the heavens and

earth now seem suffused with rosy light .

Everything

llE D H Johnson "The Lily and the Ro s e:
Symbolic Me~ni~g in Tennys~n ' s Maud , " Publica t ion ~ odern
Language Association , LXIV (December, 1949), P• 12 23 •
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associated with his mistress brings to mind the flower
which has become for him the emblem of their love:
Roses are her cheeks,
And a rose her mouth.12
this is concealed irony• however, in the following
apostrophe to the cedar of ~ebanon in the dark shade of
which "Maud" by imputation takes the same delight her
'great forefather of the thornless garden'.
Johnson also states:
The lily motif reappears briefly in the
nineteenth song, where Maud is called 'bright
English lily' with something of national pride
in the staunchness and lack of guile which have
kept her uncontaminated by the family feud.
But it is exclusively of the rose-garden that
the lover thinks in the next song when he plans
his vigil on the night of the ball to which he
has not been invited.13
A desire that awoke in the heart of the child,
As it were a duty done to the tomb,
To be friends for her sake, to be reconciled;
And I was cursing them and my doom,
And letting a dangerous thought run wild
While often aboard in the fragrant gloom
Of foreign churches--I see her there,
Bright English lily, breathing a 1frayer
To be friends, to be reconciled!

1211 Maud", section XVII.
13Johnson, 2.£.·

ill·,

p. 12224.

14"Maud", part I, section XIX, stanza 5.
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The culminating scene in "Maud ' s" garden is
introduced by the short twenty- first song in which the
lover finds the garden rose floating on the rivulet that
joins his own property with the Hall above .

Here for the

first time the nature of this flower as symbolizing love
becomes explicit .

The lover fondly imagines that it

carries a message from Maud :

Saying in odour and colour , "Ah, be
Among the roses to- night . " 15

Tennyson ' s control over the dramatic possibilities
of his symbol is such , nevertheless , that the lover's
jubilation at the expected rendezvous is shadowed for the
reader by a sense of foreboding , of something ominous in
such· reckless abandonment to passion; it will be noted
that the rose is discovered caught in an eddy :

And lost in trouble and moving around
Here at the head of a tinkling fall,
And trying to pass to the sea . 16

A garden is the setting for the twenty-second

and final song of Part I .

l5Ibid ., section XXI, 11 .
16 Ibid ., 11 . 5-7 .

12-13 .
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Johnson states :
In locating his scene , Tennyson made use
of a considerable variety of flowers , but he
constantly refers to the rose and the lily ,
as the emotional poles between which the
tension develops . Now at last it is possible
to see how scrupulously the poet
magnetized his field or symbolic action .

¥f3

The two flowers take on the resemblance of and
act like human beings .
Johnson further states :
The opposing images were then allowed to
accumulate energy in comparative isolation
from each other until they could be brought
together with maximum impact .18
The lily appears in song twelve and nineteen :
Birds in our wood sang
Ringing thro ' the valleys ,
Maud is here , here , here 19
In among the lilies •••
••• A desire that awoke in the heart
of the child ,
As it were a duty done to the tomb,
.
To be friends for her sake, to be reconciled;
And I was cursing them and my doom ,
And letting a dangerous thought run wild
While often abroad in the fragrant gloom
Of foreign churches--I see here there,

17Johnson , .££ · cit ., p . 12223 .
18ng.
19"Maud" , section XII , stanza 3.
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Bright English lily, breathing a prayer
To be friends, to be reconciled!2o
The rose appears in song seventeen and is
mentioned throughout the song .
Go not, happy day,
From the shining fields,
Go not, happy day,
Till the maiden yields.
Rosy is the West
Rosy is the South,
Roses are her cheeks,
And a rose her mouth
When the happy Yes
Falters from her lips
Pass and blush the news
Over glowing ships;
Over blowing seas,
over seas at rest,
Pass the happy news,
Blush it thro' the West;
Till the red man dance
By his red cedar-tree,
And the red man's babe
Leap, beyond the sea.
Blush from West to East,
Blush from East to West ,
Till the West is East
Blush it thro' the West
Rosy is the West,
Rosy is the South,
Roses are her cheeks,
And a rose her mouth ••• 21
It appears again in the twentieth song:
For I am not invited,
But with the Sultan's pardon,
I a~ all as well delighted,
For I know her own rose-garden,

20"Maud", section XIX, stanza 5°
21~., section XVII .
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And mean to linger in it
Till the dancing will be over;
And then, oh then, come out to me
For a minute, but for a minute,
Come out to your own true lover,
That your true lover may see
Your glory also, and render
All homage to his own darling ,
Queen Maud in all her splendour ••• 22
The rose appears again in song twenty-one:
Rivulet crossing my ground,
And bringing me down from the Hall
This garden-rose that I found ,
Forgetful of Maud and me ,
And lost in trouble and moving round
Here at the head of a tinkling fall,
And trying to pass to the sea .
0 Rivulet, born at the Hall
My Maud has sent it by thee
(If I read her sweet will right)
On a blushing mission to me,
Saying in odour and colour , Ah , be
Among the roses tonight ••• ' 23
The two flowers appear together only in song fourteen:
Maud has a garden of roses
And lilies fair on a lawn;
There she walks in her state
And tends upon bed and bower,
And thither I climb'd at dawn
And stood by her garden-gate;
A lion ramps at the top,
He is claspt by a passion flower . 24

22.12.i£ ., section

xx,

stanza 4 .

2 3 ~., section XXI .
241J?..!£., section XIV, stanza 1 .
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This is the climaxing point in "Maud . "

It is at

this point that the two lovers meet , and also the intrusion of Maud ' s brother which causes the lover and Maud ' s
brother to clash o
The rose dominates the opening stanzas of the
twenty- second song , fortifying the lover in his role of
an embittered outsider .
All night have the roses hear~
The flute , violin , bassoon •• o 5
Significantly , however , it is the lily to which the lover
first addresses himself in his desire for consolation :
I said to the lily , "There is but one ,
With whom she has heart to be gay .
When will the dancers leave her wne?
She is weary of dance and play . "
The lily has here acquired additional symbolic value; it
stands for the passive qualities-- fidelity , resignation ,
perhaps also a slight element of fatalism .

But at once

the lover turns to the rose , and in so doing his tone
changes to impatience , jealousy , a fierce possessiveness:

25~., section XXII , stanza 3, 11 . 1-2 .
26Ibid ., section I.XII, stanza 4, 11 . 1-4 .
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I said to the rose, "The brief night goes
In babble and revel and wine.
0 young lord-lover, what sighs are these,
For one that will never be thine?"
But mine, but mine, 'so I sware to the rose,
11
Forever and ever, mine." 27
In the strength of the new-found resolution the speaker
concludes, "And the soul of the rose went into my blood. 1128
Stanzas eight and nine employ the rose and lily
for contrapuntal effect; the rose takes the lead and the
lilly comes in almost as an afterthought and is perhaps
intended to suggest spontaneous recognition on the lover's
part of qualities in his beloved which he does not share
and for that reason undervalues:
But the rose was awake all night for your sake,
Knowing·your promise to me;
The lily and roses were all awake,
They sigh'd for the dawn and thee. 2 9
And again:
Queen rose of the rosebud garden of girls,
Come hither, the dances are done,
In glass of satin and glimer of pearls '
Queen lily and rose in one •••• 30

27 ~ . , section XXII, stanza 5.
28 Johnson,

QE.•

cit., p. 12225.

2 9 11 Maud," section XXII, stanza 8, 11. 5-8.
30ibid., section XXII, stanza 9, 11. 1-4.
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In stanza ten the references to the red rose ("She is
near, she is near") and to the lily ( "I wait") vividly
recall the basic distinction established in stanzas four
and five.

The reference to the white rose in this stanza

is unique and has the effect of providing a skillful
emotional transition between the red rose of the preceding line and lily:
late. 1131

"And the white rose weeps, she is

My dust would hear and beat,
Had I lain for a century dead,
Would start and tremble under her feet,
And blossom in purple and red. 32
In Part I of "Maud" the lily and the rose are
symbols of love.

They reappeared in Part II and III of

the poem and while partially evocative of the earlier
situation, they are dramatically motivated in terms of
the expanding theme.

The lily, in fact, as the flower

particularly associated much as Maud herself drops out of
the story.

The rose, on the other hand, remains to

symbolize the lover's strenuous endeavors to come to
terms with his fate! 33

31 Johnson, .Q.E• cit., p. 12225.
3 2 "Maud," section XXII, stanza 8, 11. 5-8.
33Johnson, .2.E· cit., p. 12225.
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The first four lyrics of Part II trace the
hero ' s overpowering despair as the news of Maud ' s death
contributes to his sense of guilt over killing her
brother .

His mind gradually gives way under the strain,

and the fifth song takes place in a mad house .

In ful-

fillment of the prophetic note on which Part I closed ,
the lover ' s derangement leads him to believe that he is
dead and buried , but still conscious of the life going on
over his head .

The resultant hallucinations combine into

fantastic grouping of all the strands of his previous
existence .

At the moment of his intense suffering he

revisits Maud ' s garden as on the night of the ball ,
But I know where a garden grows ,
Fairer than aught in the world beside,
All made up of the lily and rose ••• 34
It will be observed that in his memory of Maud's
garden just as in his first effort to imagine it (I , XIV),
the lover eliminates all flowers but the lily and rose .
The flowers are like the remembrance of by gone sensations, bright but sterile; "It is only flowers, they had
no fruits ."

And it is again the rose which comes to the

fore, symbolizing now, not only the passion of love, but

34 11 :Maud", section V, stanza 80

46

also the violence to which , as it has been made to
realize , that passion had been tending from the outset :
"And it is feared they are not roses , but blood . "
Whether or not it be fanciful to think that Tennyson
intended us to identify the deathly whiteness of the
lily with the "spectral bride" of stanza eight , there
can be no doubt whatever that in associating the rose
with blood he wanted to bring to mind "the red-ribb'd
hollow behind the wood"

where the hero's father and

Maud ' s brother met their unnatural deaths . 35
The poet had one further variation to play upon
his rose symbol .

In Part III of "Maud" the protagonist,

his sanity restored , manages to shake off selfish
absorption in his own affairs through patriotic dedication to the larger affairs of England .
fight in the Crimean War .

He goes off to

The manliness of this decision

(standing , as Tennyson certainly meant , for the final
resolution of the tragic dilemma) is emphasized by
terms in which war is presented .

For here is a field

where it is permissible, even commendable, to give free
reign to the human passions .

In determining to redirect

his energies toward a selfish goal , the hero is seeking to
atone for the wrong done to Maud ; and it is thus

- - --------35Johnson,

.Qll. •

cit ., p . 12226 .
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appropriate that the rose should become to him a
metaphor for warfare .

So it is that the speaker envis-

ages his redemptatory act when he invokes "the blood-red
blossom of war with a heart of fire . 11 36
Johnson states :

If now the leading themes of

the poem are passed rapidly in review, it will be seen
that symbols , and notably that of the rose, carry the
burden of Tennyson ' s meaning to a far greater extent than
does the actual course of the narrative, either explicit
or implied .

An exhaustive analysis of the flower imagery

in the poem would have to take into account a number of
other varieties .

Of those which recur

and are used with

obvious symbolic intent, two are noteworthy:
dil and the passion flower .

the daffo-

The action of Part I is

largely devoted to the lover ' s wooing of Maud .

The affair

is a passionate one, especially on the side of the man,
but it is also self-regarding .

It has its roots in the

feud between the two families; and as conducted, it can
lead only to further dissension .

It is, in short, em-

blematic of the sort of social disorder which, the lover
tells us in the opening stanzas of the poem, has made a
mockery of Victorian England ' s pretense of peace and

36~ . , p . 12226 .
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prosperity .

The country is actually torn by inter-

necine strife :
Civil War , as I think and that of a kind
The viler , an underhand , not openly
bearing the sword .
This state of affairs , then is epitomized in the story
of Maud and her lover which , far from closing the breach
between their families, leads to the brother ' s murder
("the red life split for a private blow") , Maud ' s death ,
and the hero ' s exile and madness .

These happenings are

all implicit in the rose metaphor as developed in Part
I , where the heedless passion which it symbolizes is
dramatized in an increasingly sinister way, even though
the direct identification of the flower with bloodshed
is appropriately deferred until Part

rr .37

The second section of the poem concentrates on
the hero ' s guilt and resultant insanity .

This develop-

ment , in turn, has been carefully prepared .

That a

strain of madness is congenital in the family we learn
from references to the father in the opening lines of
the poem .

Furthermore, the lover no sooner recognizes

in himself the seeds of growing passion that this
awareness calls up phantasms of death and madness .

37~., p . 12226 .

ith
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these erratic broodings the rose becomes intermingled .
It has already been seen how at the end of Part I

love ,

projected beyond the grave , evoked the image of blooming
roses .

And when the lover in his madness finally assesses

the nature of ·his offense , he does so metaphorically through
the rose, prolific only of blood . 38
Finally it can be observed how Tennyson kept the
theme of war in readiness until it could be brought forward
in Part III as the final justification of his hero's ordeal .
In the first section of Part I, the speaker shows that he is
not inattentive to the call of duty in his country's service ,
although he takes the weaker alternative of burying himself .
The lyric portions of the poem then open with Maud ' s
"Marital song" which glorifies death in a patriotic cause .
The memory of this song comes back not less than three times
later on , serving on each occasion as goal to the hero ' s
resolution .

The ultimate assimilation of this motif into

the rose metaphor in Part III completes the symbolic pattern of Maud . 39
The social problems of the Victorian Era gripped
Tennyson ' s attention, but he was also interested in man .
This is exhibited by his modernized treatment of medieval
and classical material such as, "Ulysses" which will follow .

381.lli.·, p . 12227 .
39 Ibid .

-
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Many Greek tales as well as the legends of
chivalry engaged Tennyson ' s attention . and supplied subject matter for several of his well-known poems .

Among

these "Ulysses" is a favorite, not only because it shows
the sturdy Greek wanderer faring forth in his old age to
further accomplishment, but because it symbolizes the
restlessness and the onward urge of civilization, which
especially appealed to the Victorian people .

It has been

said that when the question was hanging in the balance as
to whether Tennyson or another poet should receive a government pension , the decision in Tennyson's favor came
about through the impression made by "Ulysses."
Tennyson followed the medieval legend quite
closely but his conception of the character of "Ulysses"
is partly Dante's, partly Homer ' s, and partly his own .
Much of the feeling that animates the words of "Ulysses"
is unmistakably modern . 40
Tennyson created a certain type of character in
11

the young man "of the poem in 1842, and though he himself
enters into this young man, it is only when he is expressing the general joy and impulsiveness of youth .

"Ulysses"

is the real representative of Tennyson in 1842 . 41
40G . R. Eliott and Norman Foerster, English Poetry
of the Nineteenth Century (New York: The Macmillan Company,19 27),
p . 720.
41E. K. Brown, Victorian Poetry (New York: The
Ronald Press Company, 1942), p . 756 .
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"Ulysses", the last of the classical poems in the
volume of 1842 , is from many points of view, the best of
Tennyson ' s classical poems .

"Ulysses" was written soon

after Arthur Hallam ' s death, and it gives the feeling for
the need of going forward and braving the struggle of life
perhaps more simply than anything in "In Memoriam ."

Though

the poem professes to be a portrait of "Ulysses", the
spirit in which it is written is not Greek, but thoroughly
modern .

"Ulysses" is one of the noblest of dramatic

monologues .

It is a combination of the simple thought of

ancient and modern mankind; its mingled ancient and modern
air. and its careful inweaving into the whole body of story
make

it unique .42
The scene or setting of "Ulysses" is on the shore

of Ithaca , at the port .

The time is evening .

The moon is

rising and the sea is made gloomy by shadows of the coming
night .

When Tennyson spoke of Nature in this poem, he did

so with extraordinary mastery, brevity and force . 43
"Ulysses" symbolic of that magnificient appeal to
I

manhood, symbolizes and reflects the indomitable spirit
of all those restless explorers who explored unknown lands
or seas to make wide the foundations of imperial England.
42Franklyn B. Snyder and Robert G. Marti A Book of
English Literature (New York : Macmillan Company, 1932), P• 338 .
43Brook, .Q.E• gt., p . 125 .
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The cry of his "Ulysses" was the cry of his old age : 44
Tho ' much is taken , much abides : and tho'
We are not now that strength which in old days
Moved earth and haven; that which we are, we are:
One equal temper of heroic hearts,
Made w~ak by time and fa~e, but strong in will 1
To strive , to seek, to find, and not to yield.~5
Tennyson returned to the Greek, as Keats had done,
but not as Keats , only for the sake of the beauty of Greece,
but also for the sake of the ethic power of her stories;
not like Keats , that he might find in ancient times a
refuge from the baseness of the present, but that he might
bring thoughts out of the past to rejoice and illuminate
the present .

The thoughts in "Ulysses" reflect the power

and glory of England, which can be seen in the restless
adventurous spirits of her explorers, who extended England ' s empire around the world .

Nevertheless, though this

poem has an ethical direction, it is subordinate to their
first direction which is to represent the beauty of its
subject . 4 6
Yet all experience is an arch wherethro' .
Gleams that untravell 'd world, whose margin
fades

44~., p . 127 .
45 11 u1ysses", llo 65-70.
46Brook, .2.l?.o

£11.,

p . 1270
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For ever and for ever when I move .
How dull it is to pause, to make an end
To rust unburnish ' d, not to shine in us~!
As tho' to breathe were life . Life piled
on life
Were all too little, and of one to me
Little remains: but every hour is saved
From.that eternal s~lence, something more,
A bringer of new things; and vile it were
For some three suns to store and hoard
myself ,
And this gray spirit yearning in desire
To follow knowledge like a sinking star,
Beyond the utmost bound of human thought .•• 47
In the above lines there seem to be several symbols:
"Gleams" seem to be symbolic of visions, or what Ulysse·s
visualizes in the untravelled world and as he travels
there is still a desire to continue that never ending search
for new worlds.

"Pause" appears to be symbolic of stopping,

and the thought of how dull it would be to stop and not continue pressing forward to greater achievements .

"To rust"

seems to be symbolic of idleness and out of use.

''Gray

spirit" seems to be symbolic of age, but Ulysses is still
yearning in his desire to greater accomplishments .

"Know-

ledge" is symbolic of wisdom and learning, which Ulysses
was constantly seeking .

"Sinking star" seems symbolic of

the end of life, and yet the adventurous spirit prevailing.
I cannot rest from travel: I will drink
Life to the lees: all times I have enjoy'd

47 11 u1ysses", 11 . 19-320
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Greatly, have suffer'd greatly, both with
those
That loved me , and alone; on shore, and when
Thro' scudding drifts the rainy Hyades
Vext the dim sea : I am become a name;
For always roaming with a hungry heart
Much have I seen and known; cities of men
And manners , climates, councils, governments ••• 48
"Travel" in the above quoted lines seems to be
symbolic of the adventurous spirit, and the urge to go forward , seeking new territories for the expansion of England .
"Hy_ades ", Brown interprets to be a group of stars
with the sun at times of the spring rains . 49

hich rises

"Hyades" seems

to be a symbol of new life, and the awakening spirit, and
urge for going forward with a renewed spirit to explore new
lands , ideas , and achievements .

"Hungry-heart" seems to be

symbolic of the craving hunger and thirst which prevails for
adventure , exploring and the pursuing of new fields of endeavors .
This is my son , mine own Telemachus ,
To whom I leave the sceptre and the isle-Well-loved of me, discerning to fulfil
This labour , by slow prudence to make mild
A rugged people , and thro ' soft degrees
Subdue them to the useful and the good .

4 811 u1ysses", 11 . 6-14 .
49 Brown,

QE.•

cit ., p . 75 6 •
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Most blameless is he, centred in the sphere
Of common duties, decent not to fail
In offices of tenderness, and pay
Meet adoration to my household gods,
When I am gone . He works his work, I mine.5O
"Telemachus" , the son of "Ulysses", is symbolic
of the sons of England, to whom the sceptre will be given,
in order that the spirit of going forward will live forever .
"Telemachus" seems also to be symbolic of youth, forever
young .

"The sceptre" seems to be symbolic of, and an em-

blem of going forward .

This sceptre will be passed from

generation to generation in order to perpetuate the adventurous spirit throughout ages .
There lies the port ; the vessel puffs her sail:
There gloom the dark broad seas . My mariners,
Souls that have toil'd , and wrought, and
thought with me-That ever with a frolic welcome took
The thunder and the sunshine, and opposed
Free hearts, free foreheads--you and I are old;
Old age hath yet his honour and his toil;
Death closes all : but something ere the end,
Some work of noble note, may yet be done,
Not unbecoming men that strove with gods .
The lights begin to twinkle from the rocks:
The long day wanes: the slow moon climbs the
deep
.
Moans round with many voices. Come my friends,
' Tis not too late to seek a newer world .
Push off, and sitting well in order smite
The sounding furrows; for my purpose holds
To sail beyond the sunset, and the baths
Of all the Western stars, until I die .

50 11 u1ysses", 11 . 33-440
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It may be that the gulfs will wash us down :
It may be we shall touch the Happy Isles
And , see the great Achilles, whom we kne~ .
Tho' much is taken, much abides; and tho '
We are not now that strength which in old days
Moved earth and heaven; that which we are, we
are ;
One equal temper of heroic hearts,
Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will
To strive, to seek , to find, and not to yield . 51
"Vessel" seems to symbolize man, and "sails" appear
to be that inner urge in man to go forward .

"Rocks" seem

to suggest and symbolize the eternal and everlasting elements
of nature which is constantly beckoning to man .

"Moon" ap-

pears to be a symbol of age, which represents maturity, and
the waning of strength which is present in youth .

"Sunset"

seems to symbolize and suggest the end of the day, which is
symbolic of a life span, but the beginning of a new life,
that is , immortal and eternal life .

In this new world, this

spirit of striving forward will continue.
symbolic of great power and strength .

"Achilles" is

Though the poet's

power and strength had waned with time and age, his heart
still hungered and thirsted to seek
ritories

and not to yield to age .

and to find new terThe general theme of

the poem "Ulysses" is symbolic of the adventurous soirit,
advocating the search for the new .

51 11 u1ysses", 11 . 44-700
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The adventurous spirit is a universal nature and
quality in mankind as we are aware of todRy .

Man never

becomes complacent with his achievements and accomplishments .

Regardless of his age, when death comes he still

has ambitions of accomplishments and desires to fulfill .
"Ulysses" seems to be representative and symbolic
of the character of Tennyson because the desire to go forward still prevails in his art throughout life .

The desire

to go forward is revealed in "Crossing the Bar" , although
it is not his latest poem , it may be taken as his farewell
words spoken in solemn gladness as he took off into the
mysterious sea of death, still undaunted, but with a profound faith .

"Crossing the Bar" will be discussed and

developed in the succeeding discussion .
Tennyson published "Crossing the Bar" in 1889,
about three years before the close of his life .

The poem

was suggested to Tennyson by his experience of crossing the
Sandbar on the ferry between the mainland and the isle of
Wight, where his home was .

The poem expresses the poet's

final assertion of his belief in immortality .

The poet

requested that it should always be placed at the end of
any edition or collection of his work . 52 This request has been
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observed in all editions of his work, but not only in
keeping with this request it seems to be a proper conclusion
in this study .

There are many symbolic references in "Cros s -

ing the Bar ."
The imagery in this poem seems perfectly consistent .
Tennyson is talking symbolically about his own death .

"Sun-

set and evening star" are symbols of his approaching
death--into a new life, life after death, eternal life--;
the ~ar"

represents death itself, the "sea" eternity; the

"Pilot" God; or in other words as in Tennyson ' s own words:
"that Divine and unseen ' Who ' is always guiding us . 11 53
Sunset and evening star ,
And one clear call for me!
And may there be no moaning of the bar,
When I put out to sea,
But such a tide as moving seems asleep,
Too full for sound and foam,
When that which drew from out the boundless
deep
Turns again home .
Twilight and evening bell ,
And after that the dark!
And may there be no sadness of farewell,
When I embark;
For tho' from out our bourne of Time and
Place
The flood may bear me far,
I hope to see my Pilot face to face
When I have crest the bar . 54

53Brook, .2.£•

£ii.,

pp . 467-4680

54 11 crossing the Bar ."
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"Crossing the Bar" is Tennyson's first clear cry
of happy faith--all doubt and trouble past, and it is a
quiet faith which persists in his last words to the people
of England . 55
For sixty years he fought with doubts and fears,
but now he has a firm faith .

"Love is his Father, Brother ,

and his God ," and Death flings open the gates of all that
we desire in the heart .

"The face of Death is toward the

Sun of Life--his truer name is ' Onward, '" so the poet speaks
again to the mourners in his last poem .
He was a faithful fighter who stood for sixty
years defending the strait bridge of faith in immortal
life, defending it against his own doubts and those of his
time , laid down his arms at last, conscious of his victory . 56

55Brook , .Q.E•

ill·,

56~., p . 30 .

pp . 29-30 .

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION
The Victorian period , the period in which Tennyson
wrote , was unlike other periods of literature, in that it
had no one theme or body of subject-matter which was
particularly its own .

This gave Tennyson a broad range,

and he drew on materials for his poetry from all ages .
Tennyson wrote and expressed his poetry in the simple
songs , idylls, dramatic monologues , dialect poems, descriptive or pageant poems , ballads , war- odes, epics and the
threnody .
• It has been observed that symbols are visible
objects , emblems , signs or devices which are representative of abstract ideas , thoughts , experiences, and emotions .
Tennyson employed such symbols as vehicles for conveying
his ideas , thoughts, emotions and experiences .
Tennyson ' s artistic ability, exactness and precision
with which he selected his symbols are remarkable .

Tenny-

son , being a very close observer of his surroundings , made
use of these observations in many respects .

These observa-

tions influenced Tennyson ' s use of symbols and the symbolic
technique in his poetry .

In his application of symbols, he

did not rely upon vague, personal symbols, but rather the
commonplace , concrete, universal and vivid symbols which
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represented or created visual images in the mind of the
reader .

An analysis of his poems revealed the extent to

which he made use of his minute , detailed observations .
He observed people ; the sea, stars, sun, moon , weather
and seasons , and all of these he made symbols of the
greater phenomenon which is Nature .

He also made use

of character in people, society and the problems of life .
It was also apparent that Tennyson used the symbolic technique in an artful fashion as a vehicle and
device to expand the literal meanings in his poetry . •
The selected poems examined , analyzed, and evaluated in this study gave credence to the belief that
Tennyson communicated with his reader on a symbolic level .
He employed the symbolic technique and symbolism in the
poems , and portrayed vividly, and realistically the ideas,
thoughts , experiences and the emotions expressed therein .
1,

"In Memoriam", which was written over a period o

seventeen years, and published in 1850 , is a good representa tion of Tennyson ' s use of the symbolic technique .
During this long period of anguish, Tennyson felt and experienced many emotions , such as grief, doubt, fear,
melancholy and love .
Memoriam ."

These are all exhibited in "In

These emotions are all common to all mankind;

they are universal
universally . •

and therefore, they can be understood
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In "Maud" the general theme is love and social
unrest of the time .
symbolically .

Again Tennyson expressed these emotions

The lily and the rose occurred frequently

throughout the poem .

These flowers are symbolic of or

represents human characters and human characteristics and
emotions .

Many emotions are exhibited in "Maud , " such as

the emotion of Jealousy , revenge and hate .
"The Lady of Shalott" reflected and symbolized the
shadowness of life .
was symbolic of life .
of the lady .

The mirror reflected these shadows and
Real life is symbolized in the death

Death represents or symbolizes the entrance

into real life .
" In Ulysses ," the theme of the poem symbolizes
the restless , onward urge of civilization , which especially
appealed to the Victorian people .

The imagery in "Ulysses"

is symbolic of the adventurous spirit or urge in man .

It

also symbolizes the idea that man does not become reticent
with age but he is constantly striving for higher goals .
"Crossing the Bar , " a commonly known poem of Tennyson, is expressing his philosophy and faith .

It may be

taken as his farewell words to his people; also,it exp eases
his attitude to •ard death .

By his use of the symbols of sea ,

ship , captain , pilot and bar , he likens death to a journey
and expresses his firm faith in an eternity with solemn
gladness .
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There are no words more proper and fitting to
conclude this study than these stated by Brooke:
Tennyson devoted forty years of creation
to make this new world of imagination, which
men will visit and in which they will wander
with pleasure, while humanity endures. Every
one who in the centuries to come shall spend
therein his leisure will leave it and return
to his daily work, consoled and cheered, more
wise and more loving, less weary and heavyladen, nearer to beauty and to righteousness,
more inspired and more exalted. The permanence
of the work of Tennyson is secure. Few were
his failures, and many his successes.l
It is the desire of the writer that this study
will evoke a greater curiosity for understanding and
appreciating Tennyson's deeper meanings in his work.

lstopford Brooke, Tennyson, His Art and Relation
to Modern Life (New York: B. P. Putnam's Sons, 1894),
ppo 508-509.
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